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AMERICAN DREAMS
The intention of this thesis is to investigate metaphorical narratives about
experiences in American life. The commentaries depict cultural ironies and satirical
imagery of everyday activity.
The vessel is used as a stage for these metaphors. I used various glazes, stains,
and atmospheres in firing, multiple techniques in construction, and a collection of
common historical and personal imagery in each piece.
A narrative environment appeared to be the best mechanism to convey
statements in the vessels.
This body of work reflects many of the experiences I had as a child. These
experiences translate into many of the values our society was establishing in the
nineteenth century.
My intent is to capture those fundamental dreams and issues that affect our
environment. I utilized detailed imagery to establish a series showing ecological
and fundamental changes in our aesthetic values.
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PHILOSOPHY
Aristotle taught us that we function best as a society to achieve fundamental
needs of prosperity and happiness. Aristotle pointed out the three important
virtues; Temperance, Courage, and Justice, that help establish social
expectations.1
Change is a constant in our society. As individuals, we have the choice to
adhere to the changes of our society or move away from the "changed
system."
The
intent of this thesis was to describe these changes in American life three-
dimensionally, using as many of the senses as possible.
The most effective way to show these issues is by portraying the imagery in a
primitive and surrealistic perspective as opposed to a realistic perspective. This is a
more effective method since individual perception of an idea often is vastly different
than group perception.
My initial goal was for this series ofwork to be viewed as aesthetically pleasing
and therefore more inviting to the viewer. Quite simply, I wanted the viewer to look
beyond the surface issues and
"see"
more!
"Hence we are always interested in imaginary things, provided they are
presented to us in such a way that they seem real. What happens in a fairy tail for
example, would be absurd in the matter-of-fact language of a news report, but when
it is told to us, as it should be told, we are
enchanted."2
I depicted social value as well as societal changes. The five basic values
germaine to this thesis work are Faith, Country, Family, Work, and
Recreation.3
These values change in priority as we look at our society from the industrial age to
the post-modern environment we live in
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Additional elements that I felt were important to the cohesion of the idea of
societal change were five basic components of nature; soil, air, water, plants and
animals. I included
"plastics"
in our post-modern society!
Aristotle influenced the early conceptual stages ofmy work because of his very
pragmatic and "common
sense"
approach to values. He believed that humans are
unique because they can think actively in three ways; "making, doing and
knowing."4
I believe my strongest ability is to make things, second only to my personal
quest to learn and know.
As Mortimer J. Adler so aptly describes in his best-seller Aristotle for
Everybody: Difficult Thought Made Easy, "In the sphere of making, we are
concerned with beauty or, to say the least, with trying to produce things that are
well made. In the sphere of doing, as individuals, and as members of society, we are
concerned with good and evil, right and wrong. In the sphere of knowing, we are
concerned with
truth."
Toward that end, I define art by identifying first whether things are natural,
accidental, or man-made. Again, an analogy by Adler utilizes "a fire", which is man-
made. He describes the
"fire"
as made by lightening, made by a cigarette but flicked
on the ground, or articulated in a fire
place.5
Therefore, the articulated fire is "art",
not the other types of fire because of the purpose or intention behind the creation of
the fire.
Even though this body ofwork consists of natural forms, I chose to create forms
out of clay as opposed to finding them in nature, because ofmy personal belief that
onlyman-made objects are truly artistic.
Artists/craftsman must have developed skill. Much has been written and
discussed about craftmanship. While all the historical and current literature serves
as excellent references, the interpretation and application of craftsmanship is as
individual as an object itself. Whatever medium chosen, the artist must develop a
high standard in craft, yet create their own personal philosophy within the
boundaries of the medium used.
"Individuality"
of craftsmanship is that intense process each artist goes through
in the design and development of a piece of artwork. Bernard Leach once said that
"art is the organic expression of emotions."6 Art is freedom of expression, or mental
and physical rituals constructed into individual entities.
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
We bring with us many memories as we grow older. As artists it is vital that
our past is utilized to create images. Working through one's past assists in
clarifying ideas that come to mind, either spontaneously or in well thought-out
forms.
My past has been full of changes and cultural diversities. Growing up in
Florida and the southern environment are evident in this body ofwork. It was wild
where I grew up; the woods were teaming with animals. We lived on a small lake
that was spring fed and had a sandy bottom to it. The uniqueness of growing up in
this part of the country was that there were constant dangers.
After a while one just knew how to handle the snakes, alligators, and we even
learned to handle the wild pig that would show up while you were just trying to get
home from school! It was a common sight to see a Bobcat or an endless variety of
snakes in the morning while waiting for the bus in junior high school.
As was common in the last sixties, my school days were impacted by being
bused across the county to integrate the school systems in North Florida. This was
in stark contract to the natural environment I had become accustomed to. The
reality of a tension-filled schoolbus loaded with children who had no understanding




training in ceramics at St. Johns Prep School in
Collegeville, Minnesota. For the next four years, the monastic community which
included the University and the Monastery as well as the Prep School became my
home and the foundation for much ofmy personal philosophy.
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I took to ceramics like a duck to water. It seemed so natural and the reality
that I could
"create"
useful objects was one that I have held onto throughout my life.
By the end ofmy freshman year, I was considered to be the resident potter at
the prep school. Because ofmy dedication to my new found art, my classmates and
the monks assumed that I would continue on to become a monk and the resident
potter in the monastery!
The education I received was a strict liberal arts program. The monastery was
self-supporting so we never really left the grounds of the Abbey. By my junior year
I had gotten my first commission from the school to make mugs for a summer camp
session. The monks also wanted me to learn more about ceramics and kiln building
that summer and sent me off to the College of St. Benedict, the local all-girl college
and convent, where I was first introduced to kiln building. I was also introduced to
sixteen year-old girls, who, by the end of that summer, changed my mind about
spending my life in a monastery throwing pots!
They were building the first cantanary arch kiln in the area that summer. I
had developed a level of skill at this point and was able to see the importance of
functional pottery.
This is where I was first introduced to the mingei potters. The term
"mingei"
was brought to America by Hamada, Leach, and Yanagi. Janet (Darnell) Leach




coined."7 The Bernard Leach/Shoji Hamada studio pottery craze
was filtering out from the Black Mountain School and the Archie Brey Foundation,
were in 1952, Hamada and Leach visited Peter Voulkos.
When I was at Prep school in the seventies, Warren MacKenzie was an
instructor at the University if Minnesota and helped start the mingei pottery
movement.
My influences had really started to become more diverse. An instructor, Gayle
Grubner, had done a good job of giving me the basic lessons on the wheel but let me
wander through the medium and explore what the clay could do. We were ordering
cone six Albany Slip glazes and oxidation glazes because our department only had
an electric kiln. My work at that point was basically functional and splash glaze
decorated. This was the popular thing to do!
Duane Neil was a painter, my next
"art"
instructor, and a very strong influence.
Historical influences at that time in my development were Vincent van Gogh's
"Wheatfield with Cypresses", and George Seurat's "An afternoon at La Grande
Jatte."
Duane encouraged me to paint and consequently the clay became my canvases
because the fluid slip on brushes created impressionistic imagery. I had a tendency
to mimic Van Gogh's style ofwarmth and sunshine; the outdoors were always iced
over in northernMinnesota and I reallymissed the Florida sun and warmth.
I firmly believe the prep school environment had significant effects on my
personal philosophy. We were encouraged, even at an early age, to make our own
decisions. We were always in touch with our community, and a certain cohesive
understanding was established about human beings and our nature. To say the
least, the monastic environment forced us to see things in a very humorous yet
rational way.
Monks are moderate realists. The works of Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas and
other classical philosophers supported the foundation of the monastic community.
The monks are some of the rationalists of our time. Emotions are not evident in
their work and consequently clearer or distilled thinking is achieved by this
disciplined and well-trained thought.
The notion of humor is a strong element in the work I create. The Incongruity
Theory is a theory in western thought which locates the essence of amusement in
our enjoyment of experiencing something that clashes with our conceptual systems,
as well as our understanding of "how things are supposed to
be."8
My work is presented in a more surreal way in order to enhance the viewers
perception of art. The incongruity theory supports my belief that some art is better
understood of if we are able to step outside the situation and see a specific
incongruent image that relays an idea or message.
"An appreciation of sophisticated humor also involves rational thinking."9 John
Morreall stated this and added "Ironically, many of these values are similar to the
values found in philosophy. One similarity here is that both humor and philosophy
foster imagination and mental flexibility."10
These are some of the reasons why humor is a pleasant technique for
communicating in my art work. I believe that the message to be conveyed in my art
reaches a greater audience with the added element ofhumor.
ARCHITECTURAL INFLUENCES
I developed my architectural aesthetics while studying architecture and
working as a carpenter. The modernist period appealed to my senses. I found the
functional elements in the home to be the primary focus, not the ornamental
elements. Hence, I came to believe the often-heard quote "form follows
function."
This rationale again supports my philosophy applied to the ceramics medium.
The lack of embellishment of the box or dwelling taken from the Bauhaus
perspective was the beginning of the belief that "less is
more"
in the architecture of
the Brutalists.
As this body of work was in the conceptual stages, I researched the evolution of
a dwelling to fully understand it, in order to accurately depict
"spaces."
The spacial
elements within each ofmy forms are directly related to that history.
With the Modernist's movement, men such as Grobious, Meis Vander Rohe,
Marcel Breuer and La Corbusier allowed us to see this lack of embellishment in
American architecture, marcel Breuer defined the New Brutalist architecture as
"achieving a defined design of all different elements, without addressing them
artificially."11 He believed that those elements were good when their individuality
is recognized.
In America, the educational structure during the fifties and sixties was based on
the liberal arts. A strong foundation was developed by studying the so-called "great
books"
and the works of Aristotle, Socrates, and other philosophers. All these
factors were important to the rationale of the architectural structure, specifically in
defining the structure itself, and what is important or significant in a dwelling.
-9
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I have selected specific images that are significant and pertinent to the
statement my art makes.
With both American and Japanese architecture, the evolution of the dwelling
started from a cell compartment, usually a cave. The development of the trabeated
form was studies by the Japanese, YaYoi culture. The YaYoi were a highly
agricultural and socially active
society.12
They utilized raw materials to form stone
working techniques and highly developed architectural systems.
From my art history class we have learned of the experimentation of Japanese
architecture during the Kamakura period (1186-1335). During this period, the
Buddhist monks were building temples based on their earlier philosophies
concerning the imperfections of the Japanese culture. Early Japanese monks
believed that imperfections were to be viewed as individual and unique as opposed
to failures, they believed that all of nature is to be viewed as beautiful even if
imperfect or humble. This would be referred to as "sabi and
wabi."
Temples built
during this period had roofs that were made of thatch or cypress bark shingles
-
again utilization of raw
materials.13
This historical perspective helps validate the unique character that I apply to
the raw, natural environments and architecture within each ofmy vessel forms.
All embellishments in my work have specific meaning and intent. Despite their
"ornamental"
appearance, each object, shape, color and idea has a specific function
to the whole concept. Each one is planned to enhance the total meaning of the form.
FINE ARTS INFLUENCES
In looking at my work historically, I label this thesis work as post-modern,
romantic, impressionistic, primitive and surreal, because of the placement of
images, the use of environmental forms, the stylized methods of creating the images
and the distortion ofproportion and color to emphasize specific thoughts.
Western art influences on my work would be classic Greek sculpture,
Renaissance artist's Leonardo Da Vinci, Michelangelo because of his idealized
depictions of everyday life; Auguste Rodin for his sensitivity of the human form, and
Vincent van Gogh for his freedom with the brush strokes as texture.
In twentieth century art I was influenced by Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse
both for their application of line on form. In Fantasy art: Giorgio De Chirico for his
depictions of human and architectonic forms, Marcel Duchamp for humor, and
Salvidor Dali for his ability to distort, but make images appear to be
real.14 These
artists have a correlation with the images I create; they also create
"representational"
art.
Focusing directly on the ceramics medium, the influences that brought me to
this point are as follows chronologically through Eastern history: Jomon, Kofun for
their primitive depictions of life, Oribeware for the application of line on form.
In the Chinese culture, Tz'u chou ware, Tang dynasty, and the Ming Dynasty
influenced my painterly decorations.
The pre-Columbian art ofMeso-America also influenced the development of this
work because of the articulation of the
"vessel"
forms which reflected various
aspects of their culture from reliquary forms to functional (utilitarian) forms.
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This culture as well as the east asian cultures throughout Meso-America found
sites of highly developed societies, with large amounts of wealth, language,
calender, trade, religion, urbanization and government. Specific cultures including
the Aztec, Olmec, Naryarit, Teotihuacan and Tzakol all were of the
"classic"
period
and had intricate but playful vessels which depicted their life.15
These vessels included architectural and human activity within the forms using
polychrome techniques as well as press mold and coil building to construct the
imagery.16
In American ceramic traditions, I found these artists helped me develop my
creativity: George E. Ohr who could manipulate clay into any form possible, Viktor
Scheckengost for his satire, Peter Voulkos for his ability to create forms that had a
monolithic yet playful, visual effect, Robert Arneson, Michael Frimkess, Jack Earl
for their depiction of the human conditions which we live in. Mary Frank, Red
Grooms, Maryilyn Levine for their abilities with manipulating the clay. Wayne
Higby who's ability to distort three dimensional forms into two dimensional
"pictoral"
land scape images. Richard Notkin was a direct influence for his talent
and humor in depicting political satire using the teapot as metaphor, and Val
Cushing for teaching me the importance of knowing the chemistry of the clay
medium for creating
images.17
Also contributing to this theme of American satire was having had the
experience of working with many foreign students and observing their quest to
understand the incongruencies ofAmerican life.
While studying here at R.I.T., I have had the unique opportunity to work with
two highly skilled potters from Taiwan. Chin-Yuan Chang, my classmate and
friend, and A-leon, an inventor and expert in the studies ofYi-Hsing Teaware, who
greatly influenced the
development of this work.
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The teapots from Yi-Hsing, China are highly prized and admired for their
metaphoric and functional aspects as well as their aesthetic perfections in
composition and construction. After developing my ability in working with a teapot
form, I am now able to utilize those aesthetic qualities in creating forms that are not
tea related, but that have metaphorical connotations relating to the American way
of life.
Only after researching the export wares of Europe and other cultures did I
realize the maturity of aesthetics involved in the Yi-Hsing ware. England for
example, had quite a variety of ideas but not the historical and technical
developments of the Chinese in the ceramics medium.
Using the Chinese philosophies of Shintoism, and Buddhism in my work, I
created the tenuous fealing that emphasized the precariousness of our environment.
The Yin/Yang or opposites as hard and soft, monolithic and delicate, course and
smooth, as well as contrasting colors enhanced the desired effect.
TECHNICAL
In creating the forms I chose, a suitable clay body and specific types of colors
were needed. The problems I first encountered were the layering of multiple
images, using various colors, and combining monolithic forms with detailed images
that embellished the surface.
I fired the small delicate image separately and attached them later using a
silicon glue. The large forms I once fired using low fire engobes and slips. Paints
were used after the firing to enhance images that were not visually potent when the
firing process was completed
The clay body formula is a derivative ofTed Randall's outdoor sculpture body:
Hawthorne Fireclay 30%
EPK 5%
O.M.#4, Tenn. Ball 10%
Custer Feldspar 5%
Wollalstonite (100 mesh) 15%
Mullite (100 mesh) 5%
Mullite (35 mesh) 5%
Kyanite 100 mesh) 25%
100%
Nylon fiber (hand full) 1
The total shrinkage of this body was 8% at cone 5-6 and 4% at cone 04. The
absorption was more than 20% at cone 04, and approximately 12% at cone 6. The
theory was that a more porous body was able to withstand the
expansion and
contraction ofwater freezing and thawing.
I had to seal the interior with a water resistant epoxy; West System, in order to
ensure there would be no leaks after filling the containers with water.
-14-
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The engobe base I used is wonderful. I used it and developed it while at Alfred







Because all the oxides have different flux ranges, these three base ingredients
had to be altered to accommodate proper melt as follows:





















































































Mason Stain #CSM6404 30%
EPK (Calcine) 20%
Tenn. Ball O.M. #4 10%
Nephylene Synite 20%




Sand (35 mesh) 1%
(if stucco is desired)
I also used many different stains and found the original base recipe was suitable
for a fluxing agent. All the slips and engobes were sieved through a 100 mesh
screen for use with the Passche and large pneumatic spray guns. The engobes were
put on after all the parts were made. Usually I would work while the clay was
drying and apply textures as the clay hardened. I found smooth textures were best
from wet to better consistancy and rough textures from leather hard to bond dry.
These were to stay stable with no movement. I would apply the glaze at the bone
17
dry state. I found that the shrinkage of the glaze was compatible to the dry-to-fired
shrinkage of the clay so crazing was minimal.
By firing the different engobes at various temperatures, I was able to obtain
matt and glossy surfaces. I also utilized a glaze that Robert Schmitz had
researched, which was a dull matt or glossy glaze, dependent on the temperature
and which lithium was used. The glaze is:
Ferro Fritt 3403 49%




Lithium Zirconium Silicate 8% for high gloss or
Calcium Zirconium Silicate 8% formatt gloss
The large forms were air brushed and the smaller, more detailed images were
hand brushed.
I used 15 grams of Lithium Carbonate, 15 grams Soda Ash and sixteen ounces
ofhotwater to flux ash and other oxides onto the surface of the raw clay.
I used a number of different techniques to create illusions for specific natural
images. Thrown and altered, press molded, coil, extruded and carved were some of
the techniques used. Application of the three-point perspective was applied to the
sculpted, visual outcome of the construction.
If there were cracks that appeared during the drying of the forms, I used a
formula that is titled "Patch
Attach."
The recipe is: Kayro syrup added to the dry
clay body of the same materials used in each form. Vinegar is added to the mixture
which should be mixed to the desired consistency.
These forms had water which ran through a sump pump in the base of the form.
Holes were placed in the appropriate places for flow to occur. The resolution was
not fully achieved until several weeks after the thesis show but was resolved.
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The walls of the form were double constructed and this made it possible to set
up tubes for piping to run in any direction but followed the traditional sink pattern.
The water was pumped up the tube and drained back down through a hole in the
bottom center of the top form or bowl.
The application of this technology has been explored by industry on their level
of production. The studio potter/artist has endless possibilities in developing
metaphors in the production aspects of ornamental image incorporated in any
space.
I worked for three years with two Capodemonte sculptures who taught me
methods of construction for delicate forms in massive compositions. They showed
me the importance of fine particle clay and methods of attaching leaf and branch
forms by the use ofwater systems in leather hard and bone dry clay.
I also worked with two Delft painters who were experts in teaching me layering
techniques in depth and composition using one oxide (cobalt) and sugar water to
draw detailed representational art of great complexity.
AMEANS TO AN END
"The non-emblematic developments of the ceramic container which take the most
important strides in the direction ofsculpture; for there is a whole range ofdegrees through
which thepot-as-vessel can advance toward thepoint it ceases to be a container of its own
space and becomes simply a clay medium for a sculpted image, which may both
"exist'
in





The development of the pot as a vessel in my work has in the end, become
sculpture. The form I chose was the bowl; the very basic and most widely accepted
form inmost cultures.
This form is open and inviting. Philip Rawson describes the bowl as contours
that are segmented to create rhythm and flow in the eyes of the viewer.19
Inmywork, the bowl is presented on a pedestal. The chalice form was used as a
reference to the form. The shape changed as the metaphor evolved and
consequently the soft round form became a rigid, post-modern environment found in
most cities.
I choose to portray issues of concern for the environment as well as an aesthetic
change in our attitude toward a quality life through ceramic images.
This body of work affirmed that art can be fun, aesthetically pleasing,
educational, and interactive with the viewer.
I achieved the interactive aspect by incorporating the human senses of sight,
sound, smell, touch.
Familiar images such as the cabin were utilized because it was the first type of
building used in America and is a great satirical metaphor. Fishing is a
stereotypical past time that most viewers can relate to. These metaphors draw on





different things for different people and these two specific metaphors were examples
to convey that message.
Distortions in the imagery were critical to the emphasis of meaning in each
form created. As mentioned earlier, this was planned to give a thought-provoking
message in an acceptable and appealingmanner.
Colors were selected to emphasize each image and to enhance the bowl form.
Specific colors served to create a surrealistic, yet primitive atmosphere which
contributed to the aura surrounding each piece and the intended message of each
piece.
In this series, I have taken both natural and man-made environments and
switched the degree of control one has over the other. I have satirically portrayed
the impact of man in a natural environment and the impact of nature in man's
environment. I have conveyed this message in a subtle but cohesive manner,
allowing the viewer to draw his/her own conclusions.
The unique and bizarre incongruencies in American life can be the source of
many studies. This topic offers limitless possibilities for artistic expression. Humor
is a healthy option in looking at any issue, and is especially applicable when
depicting different facets of American life. I have chosen to use satirical and
incongruent humor to reflect this.
While my development as a ceramic artist is by no means complete, this body of
work developed for my graduate thesis does reflect a culmination of sorts.
This body of work may initially appear to be a deviation from my original
commitment to utilitarianism, however inherent in the foundation of each piece, is
utility or a use of form to convey a
message.
Inevitably, my growth and development as a ceramic artist will continue to
include the use of form, color, imagery, and three-dimensionality. Political and
social commentary will continue to be inherent in various stages
ofmy work. While
21
I have developed fundamental skills in other mediums, the clay medium has and
will continue to be the main vehicle in my work as an artist.
"Art is long and time is
fleeting"
LONGFELLOW, "A PSALM OF
LIFE."
APPENDED
The plates in this appendix give an overview of major influences on my work.
Plates one through five are works of five current artists in America, Richard Notkin
(PI. 1), Peter Voulkos (PL 2), Robert Arneson (PI. 3), Pablo Picasso (PI. 4), and Red
Grooms (PI. 5). The plates, six through nine, are Yi-Hsing ware from mainland
China, Capodemonte floral arrangements from Naples, Italy, Jamon ware from
Japan, and the Chimu ware from Peru. Plates ten through twelve are from the
April issue of Smithsonian Magazine. These represent topics discussed in the































































Bowl with drinking scene in full modeling on base. Black baked clay, height 83/"- Chimu Culture, c. 1200-1463. From Santa
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The following illustrations are in order of ideas developed while studying at
Rochester Institute of Technology. This series of images were displayed in my
thesis show. They illustrate the impact human beings have had on our
environment. Hopefully we can correct the problems that have evolved so the
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